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Landscape with Gentlemen 
Visiting a Scholar in a Lakeside 
Pavilion. Korean, Chosŏn 
dynasty, first half 17th century. 
Traditionally attributed to Kim 
Che (active mid-16th century); 
perhaps by Yi Ching (b. 1581) or 
Kim Myŏngguk (b. 1600) 
Album leaf; ink and light color on 
silk. 
 
Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Louise Haskell Daly Fund and Ernest 
B. and Helen Pratt Dane Fund for the Acquisition of Oriental Art, 
1994.108 © President and Fellows of Harvard College 
 
PART ONE 
 
Phenomenology? 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) 
 
• The Structure of Behavior (1942) 
• Phenomenology of Perception (1945) 
• ‘Cezanne’s Doubt’ (1945) 
• Institution and Passivity: Course Notes from the 
Collége de France (1954-55) 
• ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’ (1952) 
• ‘Eye and Mind’ (1961) 
• The Visible and the Invisible (followed by working 
notes) (incomplete/published posthumously in 1964) 




The robust potential 
of phenomenological 
aesthetics  
Modern painting presents … the problem of 
knowing how one can communicate without the 
help of a pre-established Nature which all men’s 
senses open upon, the problem of knowing how 
we are grafted to the universal by that which is 
most our own.  
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’, Signs, 
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964, 39–83, 52. 
 
Phenomenology  
and art 
Donald Judd, Untitled, 1968, stainless steel, plexiglass, Walker  
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Richard Serra, Circuit, 1972, hot rolled steel,  
four plates, each 244 x 732 x 2.5. Installed: Bilbao. 


Philip Yenawine and Alexa Miller, ‘Visual 
Thinking, Images and Learning in College’, About 
Campus, Sept-Oct 2014, 1-8. 
 
Abigail C. Housen, ‘Aesthetic thought, critical 
thinking and transfer’, Arts and Learning 
Research Journal, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2001-2002, 99-
132. 

Hiraki Sawa, Lineament, 2012, 2-channel high-definition digital audio projection, 
16:9 aspect ratio, colour, sound, vinyl record, record player sound and video each 
18:47 minutes. Collection: John Chia and Cheryl Loh. Installation view: Two Houses: 
Politics and Histories in the Contemporary Art Collections of John Chia and Yeap 
Lam Yang, ICA Singapore, 21/7-10/10 2018. 
A boy shuts his eyes for a moment. 
When he wakes the world he once knew is gone. 
His room is an unfamiliar place. His language has failed him. 
He has forgotten everything and everyone he ever knew. Gone. 
The world he now lives in is one of lost things. 
 
 


 
PART TWO 
 
‘Starting from below’ 
We will come to these questions by starting 
‘from below’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior [1942], Boston: Beacon Press, 1963, 4. 
• The value of pre-critical forms of engagement      
with primary sources  
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• The role and power of description as a key 
phenomenological method 
 
• The use of visual skills like drawing,     
diagramming, mapping  
 
• The critical value of the personal, situated and 
ideographic nature of phenomenological research  
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categorizations and judgments 
 
Description enables me to find a home within the visual, with its 
difficulties, so that it becomes a site of openings 
  
Description teaches me how to attend (to attend involves positioning 
myself in service of another, of a self-showing world) 
 
Description turns things around, inside out, upside down; it expands our 
vision 
 
 
PART THREE 
 
Researching with 
Kim Jongku’s  
Mobile Landscape 
      Kim Jongku, Mobile Landscape, 2009, steel powder, CC camera, 
      LED  projector, paper roll, dimensions variable. 
 

In this essay I present phenomenological 
aesthetics, principally as a mode of investigation.  
 
I argue that, if deployed, it is especially effective 
in turning around (transforming) situations of the 
worst kind. By these I mean situations 
experienced as hopelessly entrenched in  
conflict, threat or harm where … 
no attempts at resolution seem to work. In The 
Phenomenology of Perception of 1945, when 
referencing an instance of such a scenario,  
Merleau-Ponty wrote of  a ‘subject who remains 
open to the same impossible future, if not in his 
explicit thoughts, at any rate in his actual being’. 
We can recognise similarly entrenched structures 
of behaviour in other contexts ranging from the 
personal to the administrative to the political. 
 
Ref: Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968, 83.   
 
My claim is that the only way to turn around (in 
the sense of transforming/resolving) trouble of 
this intractable kind is by developing ways of 
turning around within those situations and of 
being  turned around within them. This second 
sense of turning around (which provides an 
alternate to the classic responses to trouble of 
flight, fight and frozenness) has, in the first 
instance … 
… to do with perceptual flexibility which, following 
Merleau-Ponty, opens up dimensions of 
unanticipated but effective emotional, intellectual 
and strategic capacity. 


Landscape with Gentlemen 
Visiting a Scholar in a Lakeside 
Pavilion. Korean, Chosŏn 
dynasty, first half 17th century. 
Traditionally attributed to Kim 
Che (active mid-16th century); 
perhaps by Yi Ching (b. 1581) or 
Kim Myŏngguk (b. 1600) 
Album leaf; ink and light color on 
silk. 
 
Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Louise Haskell Daly Fund and Ernest 
B. and Helen Pratt Dane Fund for the Acquisition of Oriental Art, 
1994.108 © President and Fellows of Harvard College 




Kim Jongku, Mobile Landscape, 2009, steel powder, CC camera, 
LED projector, paper roll, dimensions variable. 





The robust potential 
of phenomenological 
aesthetics  







[The painter’s question] is not a question 
asked of someone who doesn’t know by 
someone who knows – the schoolmaster’s 
question. The question comes from one who 
does not know, and it is addressed to a vision, 
a seeing, which knows everything and which 
we do not make, for it makes itself in us. … 
The painter lives in fascination. The actions 
most proper to him — those gestures, those 
paths which he alone can trace and which will 
be revelations to others (because the others do 
not lack what he lacks or in the same way) — 
to him they seem to emanate from the things 
themselves, like the patterns of the 
constellations. Inevitably the roles between him 
and the visible are reversed.  That is why so 
many painters have said that things look at 
them.  
 
Merleau-Ponty, 'Eye and Mind', The Primacy of Perception, Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 1964, 167. 

Antonello da Messina 
(active 1456; died 1479), 
Saint Jerome in his Study, 
about 1475, Oil on lime, 
45.7 x 36.2 cm, National 
Gallery, London. 
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The robust potential 
of phenomenological 
aesthetics  


We live in intersubjectivity … [A] world with 
several compossible entrances; we are one for 
the others. Me-others hinge, which is common 
life, like me-my body hinge, which for me is not 
just weight, a curse, but also my flywheel. 
Accompany others, history, and not just endow 
it with sense by decision. 
 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘For an ontology of the perceived world,’ Institution and Passivity: 
Course Notes from the Collége de France (1954-55), Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 2010, 134. 


